© Brill '[Contributors retain] the right to allow the institute employing the Contributor to post the post-refereed, but pre-print version of the Contribution free of charge on its website with the appropriate acknowledgment and link to the Brill website.'
written in the 1330s but only survives in the one manuscript containing biblical epics from the Commandery in Mergentheim, now in Stuttgart. 5 The large parchment codex was obviously well planned as a presentational volume containing a survey of books used in the German Order for refectory readings, perhaps in an attempt to recreate the lost libraries of Prussia (which we only know about through the inventories). Three independent biblical epics from the thirteenth century, These texts were written down in four separate parts which were then arranged in the historical order as given in the Historia Scholastica. 6 They offer a particular perspective on history, focusing on the turbulence of what, from this Christian perspective, is considered late Jewish history. This phase starts with the struggle to defend the faith and Holy Land after the Temple's loss, moves onto the period of Babylonian and Persian ruler, then plunges into the "end times" in a dramatic climax. This volume was long taken as proof that there was an effort to compile a full German Bible for the German Order. 8 But more important is the author's insistence that a proper appreciation of the contents is only possible through a spiritual interpretation, which he is prepared to give: he assures the reader that he will compose even more than is written in the Book of Judith:
"noch me tichten…dan in dem buche ist geschriben" (ll.110/123). He then proposes to do so in digressions because the story as such only forms the basis for what the book is about. He lays great emphasis on the argument that to understand the book in a literal sense is to misunderstand it completely (ll. 669-675):
wiltuz vor eine fabula han und also blozlich verstan, als ich dir schrieb ein mere,owe daz wurde mir swere und machte mir wol werden zorn, wand so were gar verlorn die arbeit die ich leite an dich.
If you take it just as a fairy tale and would understand it in a literal sense as if I were making up a story for you, -fie, this would seriously trouble me and might raise my anger, since all my toils for you would be in vain.
Here fabula has to be taken in the sense of the Vulgate, where it is used as a translation The structure is as follows: Each part of the book is marked by a rhymed rubric, as is the paraphrase of each chapter. This is a structural feature that the author designates as an important device from the very beginning, when he writes: "Swaz rubriken hie sint inne, die lis alle gar mit sinne", that is, "all the rubrics you find in here, read them with utmost care."
These rubrics give the text a simultaneously festive and scholarly appearance.
However, they also keep strictly to the letter, furnishing the chapter number, providing short summaries of the following chapter, and so forth. These rhymed couplets, written in red, are the main structuring feature of the text, and the color is the very first indication of their importance as a guide to grasping its meaning. For the most part, they This is in keeping with the whole disconcerting mismatch manifest in this text.
After the weighty opening material, which also features historiated initials prominently, Other than with the Judith, this was not the result of editing done by whoever devised the program of the Mergentheim Codex or its source; it was rather a case of "selfcensorship." By the time the Maccabäer was written, more than half a century after Now you have to know that I, the man, have no content whatsoever in it from the beginning of both of the books until the very end of the chapter; it is exclusively the essence of the story, without any opinion of mine; the only exception are names which seems to be incomprehensible and which have been supplied from old chronicles of the Jews, the Greeks and the Romans as given by Scholastica; I also report occasionally what one or the other of the authorities told.
Should you want to know who he is who now delivers this discoursethere is no need for his name since he is without sharp intellect, therefore he does not want any thanks for it […]. This is followed by 26 lines, all rhyming with -anc (it is not the ending as such that is astonishingrather one of the most common Middle High German end syllablesbut its excessive use), that place the statement in the tradition of the highly rhetorical humility topos, especially popular with medieval monastic authors. Onward came galloping Judas, the hero, eager to battle with them, not caring for his life.
[…] Behold, behold! how he was a storm from all sides on their ways, nobody was allowed to be slow when he was advancing towards him. Neither his advancing nor retiring was shameful; doubtless, one could look at him slaying many men without a qualm, as soon as he started, there was a baring of angry teeth for gnashing, a hot stream of fire ran out of the wounds, the bane of death started to go against them (?), many were forced to quit their saddles. He threw the heathen onto the plain so that their life escaped them completely: everything was so well done by him that nobody can fully sing his praise. This is part of a strategy for addressing a noble lay audience with an interest in stories but without the upbringing for and inclination towards learned exegesis. This is clearly stated in the epilogue, which delineates the share of work between vita activa and vita contemplativa in a way similar to the prologue to the statutes, where the role of the priests in the order is also added on at the end (ll. 14360-14370):
Niht sal er nach dem texte gen, im queme davon schade groz ob er volget dem texte bloz sunderlichen doch den leien die niht kunnen mancherleien schrift hin unde here lenken, sie kunnen ez niht bedenken wie man ez rehte sal verstan, des sullen sie die wisheit han, daz en daz vragen sie bereit die vil hochgelobten pfafheit, von der uns allez gut bekumt, daz uns zur sele dort gevrumt;
want werlich der gerehte sin ganzes gelouben ist an in.
He should not follow the text, he would be greatly harmed if he were to follow the naked text, this is especially true of the laity who are unable to steer Scripture hither and thither; they are unable to consider how it is to be understood correctly, therefore they should have the wisdom readily to ask the highly commendable clergy from whom all good comes to us that might be beneficial for our souls hereafter; for certainly the just sense of full faith can be found in them.
The formulations ("naked text," "correct understanding") take up the issues of the Judith-prologue but turn it in a different direction; its interpretation is not going to be delivered within the biblical epic, but everybody is bound to enquire into its spiritual sense by asking the priests, listening to sermons, and praying for enlightenment (ll.
14370-14390):
Davon darf sich nieman schemen, daz die leien niht vernemen gar die vorbenanden schrift hie ob sie niht lere han dabi.
Ieclicher sal sich entladen daz er iht gewinne schaden; en betriegen der schrifte wort, ob er niht vraget vurbaz vort wie er die dinc sal vernemen, daz sie dem gelouben zemen. Die werde pfafheit allez gar uns daz entrihten wol vurwar; swie sie predgen unde leren, also sal man die schrift keren, want wir werden bewart daran daz wir von gote lon entfan; darzu vlehen unde bitten sullen wir mit steten siten als wir anheben nu ein teil, von himle geb uns got daz heil.
Therefore nobody should be ashamed that the laity does not take in fully the aforementioned Scripture as long as they do not have instruction along with it. Everybody should free himself from this notion so that he is not damaged; he will be deceived by the words of Scripture if he does not continue asking how he is supposed to receive the information to make it conform to faith. The worthy clergy want to perform this task for us completely; Scripture is to be turned in whatever way they are preaching and teaching, because then we are preserved in that matter so that we will receive reward from God. To that end, we should beseech and implore God constantly, as we now start to do in part, may God in heaven grant us salvation.
This defends a clear division of labor between unashamedly illiterate lay-people and the clergy employed for interpretation; it thus reflects the singularity of the literary network of the German Order in which the Maccabäer is firmly rooted. This is shown by the intertextual references as well. I leave the books of the New Testament aside, and because of popular demand I will start a book of the Old Testament; you must understand that Holy Scripture is, without doubt, very profound and much too long; therefore I will concentrate on the stories and eliminate as much as I see fit.
He then proceeds to define what he means by historien (ll. 51-53):
Historien, di wisen ien, Sin werk, di da sint geschen In der alden e hivor.
Histories, wise people claim, are deeds that happened earlier, in the Old Testament.
Before summarizing the Old Testament's historical books in very rapid fashion and with many errors. It is apparent that he worked as far as possible from pre-digested vernacular sources such as Esra und Nehemia and had recourse for the rest to the Historien der alden ê is the exception, not the rule; in its authorial ignorance, it reveals poor literary quality. But in its crude abbreviations, some features of the literary network of biblical epic used in the German Order are foregrounded: the vulgarisation of the reception of theological knowledge in the vernacular, and the fascination with taking the literary models literally.
In the Maccabäer, the literal level is much more cautiously framed and presented.
But notwithstanding the theological framework, the exhortation to seek spiritual mentoring in the reception of biblical stories, and the reliable presentation of text and sources by the author, the fact remains that what is transmitted most forcefully is a fascination with the Maccabees as prototypical godly heroes. Within the German Order, the "de-allegorization" of the theological-commentary tradition has turned the genre of biblical epics into a form of entertainment that offers role models. The material selected for reception and imitation provides a pattern for action, not for meditation or 
